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(57) ABSTRACT

A metal pivot pin for a timepiece movement includes at least
one pivot at at least one of ends thereof, the metal is an
austenitic steel, an austenitic cobalt alloy or an austenitic
nickel alloy to limit sensitivity of the pin to magnetic fields,
and at least an outer surface of the at least one pivot is hard-
ened to a predetermined depth relative to a core of the pin. A
method of fabricating a pivot pin includes forming the pivot
pin from a base of austenitic steel, an austenitic cobalt alloy or
an austenitic nickel alloy, to limit sensitivity of the pin to
magnetic fields, including at least one pivot at one end of the
pin, and diffusing atoms to a predetermined depth at least on
an outer surface of said at least one pivot to harden the pivot
in main areas of stress while maintaining a high roughness.

11 Claims, 2 Drawing Sheets
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1
PART FOR A TIMEPIECE MOVEMENT

This application claims priority from European patent
application No. 13151669.2 filed Jan. 17, 2013, the entire
disclosure of which is hereby incorporated herein by refer-
ence.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The invention relates to a part for a timepiece movement
and particularly to a non-magnetic pivot pin for a mechanical
timepiece movement and more particularly to a non-magnetic
balance staff, pallet staft and escape pinion.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

The manufacture of a pivot pin for a timepiece consists in
performing bar turning operations on a hardenable steel bar to
define various active surfaces (shoulder, projecting portion,
pivots, etc.) and then in subjecting the bar-turned pin to heat
treatments including at least one hardening operation to
improve the hardness of the pin and one or more tempering
operations to improve the roughness. The heat treatment
operations are followed by an operation of rolling the pin
pivots, which consists in polishing the pivots to the required
dimensions. The rolling operation also improves the hardness
and the roughness of the pivots. It will be noted that this
rolling operation is very difficult or even impossible to
achieve with materials having a low hardness, i.e. less than
600 HV.

The pivot pins, for example the balance staffs, convention-
ally used in mechanical timepiece movements are made in
grades of bar turning steel which are generally martensitic
carbon steels including lead and manganese sulphides to
improve their machinability. A known steel of this type, des-
ignated 20AP, is typically used for these applications.

This type of material has the advantage of being easy to
machine, in particular of being suitable for bar turning and,
after hardening and tempering, has superior mechanical prop-
erties which are very advantageous for making timepiece
pivot pins. These steels have, in particular, superior wear
resistance and hardness after heat treatment. Typically, the
hardness of pin pivots made of 20AP steel can exceed 700 HV
after heat treatment and rolling.

Although this type of material provides satisfactory
mechanical properties for the timepiece applications
described above, it has the drawback of being magnetic and
able to disrupt the working of a watch after being subjected to
a magnetic field, particularly when the material is used to
make a balance staff cooperating with a balance spring made
of ferromagnetic material. This phenomenon is well known to
those skilled in the art and is for example described in the
Bulletin Annuel Suisse de Chromométrie Vol. I, pages 52 to
74.Itshould also be noted that these martensitic steels are also
corrosion sensitive.

Attempts have been made to overcome these drawbacks
with austenitic stainless steels which have the peculiarity of
being non-magnetic, i.e. paramagnetic or diamagnetic or
antiferromagnetic. However, these austenitic steels have a
crystallographic structure which means that they cannot be
hardened or achieve hardnesses and thus wear resistances
compatible with the requirements necessary for making time-
piece pivot pins. One means of increasing the hardness of
these steels is cold working; however this hardening opera-
tion cannot achieve hardnesses of more than 500 HV. Conse-
quently, for parts which require high resistance to wear due to
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2

friction and pivots which have little or no risk of deformation,
the use of this type of steel remains limited.

Another approach for attempting to overcome these draw-
backs consists in depositing on the pivot pins hard layers of
materials such as diamond-like-carbon (DLC). However,
there have been observed significant risks of delamination of
the hard layer and thus the formation of debris which can
move around inside the watch movement and disrupt the
operation of the timepiece, which is unsatisfactory.

Yet another approach has been envisaged for overcoming
the drawbacks of austenitic stainless steels, namely the super-
ficial hardening of the pivot pins by nitriding, carburizing or
nitrocarburizing. However, these treatments are known to
cause a significant loss of corrosion resistance because of the
reaction of the nitrogen and/or carbon with the chromium in
the steel and the formation of chromium nitride and/or chro-
mium carbide causing localised depletion of the chromium
matrix, which is detrimental to the desired timepiece appli-
cation.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

Itis an object of the invention to overcome all or part of the
aforementioned drawbacks by proposing a pivot pin which
both limits sensitivity to magnetic fields and can achieve an
improved hardness compatible with the demands for wear
and shock resistance required in the horological industry.

It is also an object of the invention to provide a non-
magnetic pivot pin having improved corrosion resistance.

It is yet another object of the invention to provide a non-
magnetic pivot pin which can be manufactured simply and
economically.

The invention therefore relates to a metal pivot pin for a
timepiece movement including at least one pivot at at least
one of the ends thereof, characterized in that the metal is an
austenitic steel, an austenitic cobalt alloy or an austenitic
nickel alloy so as to limit its sensitivity to magnetic fields and
in that at least the external surface of said at least one pivot is
hardened to a determined depth relative to the core of the pin.

Consequently, a superficial area or the entire pin is hard-
ened, i.e. the core of the pin may be barely modified or
unmodified. Through this selective hardening of portions of
the pin, the pivot pin can enjoy advantages such as low sen-
sitivity to magnetic fields, and hardness in the main stress
areas, in addition to good corrosion resistance while still
maintaining good general roughness. Moreover, the use of
this type of austenitic steel is advantageous in that the steel is
highly machinable.

In accordance with other advantageous features of the
invention:

the predetermined depth represents between 5% and 40%

of the total diameter d of the pivot, typically between 5
and 35 microns;

the hardened outer surface includes diffused atoms of at

least one chemical element, said at least one chemical
element being a non-metal and preferably nitrogen and/
or carbon;

the hardened outer surface has a hardness of more than

1000 HV.

Moreover, the invention relates to a timepiece movement,
characterized in that the movement includes a pivot pin
according to any of the preceding variants, and in particular a
balance staff, a pallet staff and/or an escape pinion including
a pin according to any of the preceding claims.

Finally, the invention relates to a method of manufacturing
a pivot pin including the following steps:
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a) forming a pivot pin from a base of austenitic steel, an
austenitic cobalt alloy or an austenitic nickel alloy to limit its
sensitivity to magnetic fields, including at least one pivot at at
least one end thereof;

b) diffusing atoms to a predetermined depth at least on the
outer surface of said at least one pivot in order to harden the
pivot pin in the main areas of stress while maintaining a high
roughness.

Consequently, by diffusing atoms in the steel or in the
cobalt or nickel alloy, a superficial area or all the pivots are
hardened without having to deposit a second material on top
of'the pivots. Indeed, the hardening occurs within the material
of the pivot pin which, advantageously according to the
invention, prevents any subsequent delamination which can
occur where a hard layer is deposited on the pin.

Further, this thermochemical treatment, which is intended
to diffuse carbon and/or nitrogen atoms in the interstitial sites
of'the alloy, in principle does not form carbons and/or nitrides
which could damage the corrosion resistance of the pivot
pins.

In accordance with other advantageous features of the
invention:

the predetermined depth represents between 5% and 40%

of the total diameter d of the pivot;

the atoms include at least one chemical element, which is

preferably a non-metal such as nitrogen and/or carbon;
step b) consists of a thermochemical diffusion treatment;
step b) consists of a process of ionic implantation and
diffusion treatment;
the pivots are rolled or polished after step b).

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Other features and advantages will appear clearly from the
following description, given by way of non-limiting illustra-
tion, with reference to the annexed drawings, in which:

FIG. 1 is a diagram of a pivot pin according to the inven-
tion.

FIG. 2 is a partial cross-section of a balance staff pivot
according to the invention, after the diffusion treatment
operation and before the rolling or polishing operation.

FIG. 3 is a partial cross-section, similar to that of FIG. 2,
illustrating a pivot after the diffusion treatment operation and
before the rolling or polishing operation.

FIGS. 4 and 5 are graphs illustrating the hardness profile
towards the core of a balance staff pivot according to the
invention, after the diffusion operation, and respectively
before and after the rolling or polishing operation.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF PREFERRED
EMBODIMENTS

The invention relates to a part for a timepiece movement
and particularly to a non-magnetic pivot pin for a mechanical
timepiece movement.

The invention will be described below with reference to an
application to a non-magnetic balance staff 1. Of course,
other types of timepiece pivot pins may be envisaged such as,
for example, timepiece wheel set arbours, typically escape
pinions or pallet staffs.

Referring to FIG. 1, there is shown a balance staff 1 accord-
ing to the invention, which includes a plurality of sections 2 of
different diameters conventionally defining shoulders 2a and
projecting portions 2b arranged between two end portions
defining pivots 3. These pivots are intended each to pivotin a
bearing typically in an orifice in a jewel or ruby.
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With the magnetism induced by objects that are encoun-
tered on a daily basis, it is important to limit the sensitivity of
balance staff 1 to avoid affecting the working of the timepiece
in which it is incorporated.

Surprisingly, the invention overcomes both problems at the
same time with no comprise and provides additional advan-
tages. Thus, metal 4 of staff 1 is an austenitic and preferably
stainless steel so as to advantageously limit the sensitivity of
the staff to magnetic fields. Further, at least the outer surface
5 of the pivots (FIGS. 2 and 3) is hardened to a predetermined
depth relative to the rest of the balance staff, so as to offer,
advantageously according to the invention, a superior hard-
ness on said outer surface while maintaining high roughness.

Indeed, according to the invention, it was possible to obtain
hardnesses of more than 1000 HV on the outer surface of
pivots 3. The above values were obtained from 316L chro-
mium-nickel austenitic stainless steel comprising at least
16.5% Cr and 10% Ni (DIN X2CrNiMo17-12-2+Su+Cu)
with added sulphur and manganese sulphide. Of course, other
austenitic stainless steels may be envisaged provided their
constituent proportion confers paramagnetic, diamagnetic or
antiferromagnetic properties and good machinability.

It has been empirically demonstrated that a hardening
depth of between 5% and 40% of the total diameter d of pivots
3 is sufficient for application to a balance staff. By way of
example, if the radius d/2 is 50 um, the hardening depth is
preferably approximately 15 pm around pivots 3. Evidently,
depending upon the application, it is possible to provide a
different hardening depth of between 5% and 80% of the total
diameter d.

Preferably according to the invention, the hardened outer
surface 5 of pivots 3 includes diffused atoms of at least one
non-metal such as nitrogen and/or carbon. Indeed, as
explained below, through the interstitial saturation of atoms
in steel 4, a superficial area 5 is hardened with no requirement
to deposit a second material on top pivots 3. Indeed, the
hardening occurs within the material 4 of pivots 3 which,
advantageously according to the invention, prevents any sub-
sequent delamination during use.

Consequently, at least one superficial area 5 is hardened,
i.e. the core of pivots 3 and/or the rest of the pin may remain
barely modified orunmodified without any significant change
to the mechanical properties of balance staff 1. As a result of
this selective modification of pivots 3 of balance staff 1,
advantages such as low sensitivity to magnetic fields, hard-
ness and high roughness in the main areas of stress, can be
combined, while maintaining good corrosion and fatigue
resistance.

The invention also relates to the method of manufacturing
a balance staff as explained above. The method of the inven-
tion advantageously includes the following steps:

a) forming a balance staft 1 from a base of austenitic steel
to limit the sensitivity thereof to magnetic fields, including
pivots 3 at each end of the staff;

b) diffusing atoms to a predetermined depth at least on the
outer surface 5 of pivots 3 so as to harden the pivots in the
main areas of stress.

According to a first preferred embodiment, pivots 3 are
rolled or polished after step b) in order to achieve the dimen-
sions and final surface finish required for pivots 3. As a result
of'this rolling operation after the treatment pins are obtained
with improved wear and shock resistance relative to pins
whose pivots have only undergone the hardening operation.

It will be noted from the graphs illustrated in FIGS. 4 and
5, which were made on the basis of a balance staff all of whose
surfaces had undergone the step b) diffusion treatment, that
the surface hardness of the pin, including the surface of the
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pivots 3 thereof, achieve a hardness of around 1300 HV
(curve A, FIG. 4). It will also be noted that against all expec-
tation, the rolling operation which removed a portion of
superficial layer 5a (the dark layer in FIG. 2) also removed the
hardest part of superficial layer 5 of pivots 3 but that the
superficial hardness of pivots 3 (curve B, FIG. 5) advanta-
geously remains more than 1000 HV, which gives pivots 3
very satisfactory wear resistance properties for the applica-
tion concerned.

Advantageously according to the invention, regardless of
the embodiment, the method can be applied in bulk. Thus,
step b) may consist of a thermochemical treatment such as
cementing or nitriding several balance staffs and/or several
balance staff blanks. It is clear that step b) may consist of the
interstitial diffusion in steel 4 of atoms of a chemical element,
preferably a non-metal such as nitrogen and/or carbon.
Finally, advantageously, it was discovered that the compres-
sive stresses of the method improve fatigue and shock resis-
tance.

Step b) could also consist of an ionic implantation process
and/or a heat diffusion treatment. This variant has the advan-
tage of not limiting the type of diffused atoms and of allowing
both interstitial and substitutional diffusion.

Of course, this invention is not limited to the illustrated
example but is capable of various variants and alterations
which will be clear to those skilled in the art. In particular, it
is possible to envisage entirely or virtually entirely treating
pivots 3, i.e. treating more than 80% of the diameter d of
pivots 3, although this is not necessary for the application to
pivot pins such as timepiece balance staffs.

According to the invention, the basic material for making a
pivot pin may also be an austenitic cobalt alloy including at
least 39% cobalt, typically an alloy known as DIN
K13C20N16Fel5D7 typically having 39% Co, 19% Cr, 15%
Ni and 6% Mo, 1.5% Mn, 18% Fe and the remainder com-
prised of additives, or an austenitic nickel alloy including at
least 33% nickel, typically an alloy known as MP35N® typi-
cally with 35% Ni, 20% Cr, 10% Mo, 33% Co and the remain-
der comprised of additives.

What is claimed is:

1. A method of fabricating a pivot pin comprising:

a) forming the pivot pin from a base of an austenitic cobalt
alloy or an austenitic nickel alloy, to limit sensitivity of
the pin to magnetic fields, including at least one pivot at
one end of the pin; and
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b) diffusing atoms to a predetermined depth at least on an
outer surface of said at least one pivot in order to harden
the pivot in main areas of stress while maintaining a high

roughness.

2. The method according to claim 1, wherein the predeter-
mined depth represents between 5% and 40% of a total diam-
eter of the at least one pivot.

3. The method according to claim 2, wherein the diffusing
includes diffusing atoms of at least one chemical element.

4. The method according to claim 1, wherein the diffusing
includes diffusing atoms of at least one chemical element.

5. The method according to claim 3, wherein the atoms
include at least one non-metal.

6. The method according to claim 4, wherein said at least
one non-metal is at least one of nitrogen and carbon.

7. The method according to claim 1, wherein the diffusing
includes a thermochemical diffusion treatment.

8. The method according to claim 1, wherein the diffusing
includes an ionic implantation process which may or may not
be followed by a diffusion treatment.

9. The method according to claim 1, wherein the at least
one pivot undergoes a rolling/polishing after the diffusing.

10. A method of fabricating a pivot pin comprising:

a) forming the pivot pin from a base of a metal selected
from among a group comprising austenitic chromium-
nickel stainless steels including at least 16.5% Cr and
10% Ni, austenitic cobalt steels including at least 39%
cobalt, and austenitic nickel steels including at least 33%
nickel, to limit sensitivity of the pin to magnetic fields,
including at least one pivot at one end of the pin; and

b) diffusing atoms to a predetermined depth at least on an
outer surface of said at least one pivot in order to harden
the pivot in main areas of stress while maintaining a high

roughness.

11. The method according to claim 10, wherein the metal
forming the pin is selected from among a group including
X2CrNiMo17-12-2+Su+Cu austenitic steel,
K13C20N16Fel15D7 austenitic cobalt alloy, and the austen-
itic nickel alloy having a composition of 35% Ni, 20% Cr,
10% Mo, 33% Co and a remainder comprised of additives.
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